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Trying To Catch A A
Notes on Translating Poetry
U nder the best of circum stances, the practice of transla tion  begins w ith the  approx­
imation of paraphrase and then aspires towards equivalence. T rue equivalence is impossible 
insofar as the  original succeeded as poetry, the  devices of w hich are deeply rooted in 
the original and in the poet’s and reader’s familiarity with the history of particular usages 
and associations of specific term s, images and phrases.
Each language has functional resources no o ther tongue can duplicate. T he delayed 
verb so effective in G erm an feels stilted and artificially dram atic in English; the  rhyme- 
rich mellifluity characteristic o f Spanish in English sounds too  lushly ornam ental; the 
ambiguities M allarm e could tease out of his native French, w hen attem pted in English, 
appear anemic, academic; the elaborate tonal textures available to the Greek poet employ­
ing the literary and dem otic Greek have no true equivalents in English. If there can be 
no equivalence in m eans, one m ust try for equivalence in effect.
My interest in transla tion  began w hen I cross-checked some well-known translations 
of Federico G arcia Lorca with some Spanish dictionaries and noticed num erous discrepen- 
cies. I decided to  try some “versions” of my own, using the published translations as 
my “pony.” It was a piecemeal effort since so many of Lorca’s usages could no t be unravelled 
w ith any dictionary. Later, I tried again w ith N eruda, choosing various “O das Elemen- 
tales” to work w ith because they were relatively simple. I blundered through several, show­
ing them  to various friends w ho knew Spanish, eliciting suggestions, corrections, 
explanations, slowly im proving my grasp of Spanish and learning some of the  com m on 
pitfalls of translations. Eventually I tried translating  odes w hich h a d n ’t been previously 
done so I had  no  “tro ts .” I com pleted a num ber of them  which I then  checked and cross­
checked w ith a variety of Spanish-speaking readers until I felt reasonably secure about 
their accuracy. From th a t po in t on, revisions were directed at im proving their fluidity 
in English.
I next decided to collaborate in translating  the  poetry of H einrich Boll, better know n 
as a G erm an novelist. I worked w ith H annelore Q uander-R attee, w ho was born  and 
raised in G erm any. She knew G erm an and  English well enough to  have worked profes­
sionally in the  translation  of each bu t her grasp of English poetic technique and idiom 
was no t sufficient to m ake translations w ith which she felt satisfied.
T h a t we met for this project was sheer luck for us b o th . She knew Boll’s prose but 
no t his poetry. I knew a couple of his shorter poems th rough  transla tion  and had liked 
them . I learned th a t he had, indeed, published a single slender volume which we ob­
tained. H annelore provided me w ith originals, transcrip tions and notes; I worked up 
English versions to which she responded w ith suggestions and advice. I would re-work 
the  English versions and send them  back to -her, again and again, until we had gone 
as far as we could. C ertain  idioms resisted our best efforts, so we set out to  find o ther 
readers to  check our work. We were fo rtunate  enough to find tw o readers eager to go 
th rough  the G erm an and the English, filling in the  gaps and offering invaluable sugges­
tions for fu rther fine-tuning.
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T h e  best tran s la tio n s  sho u ld  be d o n e  by b ilingual (or m ultilingual) poets. It is clear 
th a t  m ore an d  m ore o ften , in practice, m an y  poets w ho aspire to  tran s la te  are follow ing 
th e  exam ple o f R obert Low ell’s IM IT A T IO N S  w hich  estab lished  th a t  tran s la ted  poetry  
could  be pop u lar and  th a t  fidelity to  th e  orig inal tex t m ight be sacrificed to  personal 
tastes as long as the result was a powerful work in English. Few critics ob jec ted  to  Lowell’s 
dev ia tions from  original texts. Fewer still objected  to  h is m eth o d , w hich  was to  work 
from  tro ts  p rov ided  by scholars.
T h a t th is m eth o d  w ent un co n d em n ed  an d  th a t  th e  results could enjoy such high praise 
o pened  th e  way for m an y  o th e r poets to  co llabora te  in like m an n e r for th e ir tran s la ­
tions. A u d en , K unitz  an d  M erw in  have all d o n e  tran s la tio n s  from  R ussian , relying 
entirely  u p o n  E nglish tro ts  p rov ided  by scholars. M ore significantly , Bly’s exam ple has 
raised an  aw kw ardly yoked pa ir o f p recedents; while he has successfully proselytized for 
certain poets — n o t only th rough  his ow n th ird -h an d  translations, b u t th rough  his publica­
tio n  o f th e  m ore reliable tran s la tio n s  by Jam es W righ t, H ard ie  S t. M a rtin  an d  o th ers  — 
he has p roduced  m any  of his o w n  versions w h ich  are e ither in ad v e rtan tly  sloppy o r are 
b e n t to  illustra te  various p o in ts  Bly wishes to  m ake ab o u t th e  n a tu re  o f poetry .
Q u estio n  o f accuracy aside, th e  influence o f Bly’s tran s la tio n s  has been  considerab le  
e n ough  to  affect m any  you n g  poets. T h a t  influence has been  to  d irect poets to  consider 
th e  im p o rtan ce  o f image, especially th e  “deep ” o r “ leap ing” image, as being  o f prim ary  
im p o rtan ce , m ore im p o rta n t, for in stance, th a n  form al lyric qualities. T h e  ten d en cy  of 
m uch A m erican  poetry during  th e  late 60’s and  70’s to  becom e musically tw o-dim ensional 
while try ing  to  find  a fo u rth  d im ension  th ro u g h  im agery qu ite  possibly owes m uch  to  
Bly’s efforts an d  lim ita tions. M ore  recen tly , as th e  im p o rtan ce  o f image has com e once 
again to  be an  article of fa ith , an  in terest in  a m ore com plex lyricism is slowly developing.
Insofar as th a t  re tu rn in g  in terest is a way o f resto ring  balance  to  th e  n o tio n  o f w hat 
a poem  is, it is p ro b ab ly  hea lth y . Image is im p o rta n t, just as h av ing  a k n o ck -o u t p u n ch  
is im p ortan t to  a boxer, b u t no  m ore im p ortan t th a n  footw ork w hich , while less dram atic, 
serves th e  purpose  o f letting  a fighter m ake a m oving  target o f h im self an d  letting  him  
set up  to  deliver his p u n ch  w ith  th e  best chance  o f connecting . T o  fully utilize an  image, 
th e  poet m ust crea te  in th e  poem  (or tran s la tio n ) a dynam ic o f bob b in g  an d  w eaving, 
feigning and  jabbing, such th a t th e  p u nch , th e  image, will be m ost effective. Image w ithou t 
co n tex t is show boating .
For the  transla to r, image is m ore readily transla ted  th a n  are the  dynam ic webs o f syllable, 
so u n d  an d  cross-associations, m ore readily  th a n  th e  accelerations a n d  pauses, th e  
in n u en d o  an d  irony. I t’s n o t h a rd  to  see w hy image is em phasized.
In  th e  end , th e  n o tio n  o f m aking  an  “eq u iv a len t” to  th e  orig inal is m erely a goal. 
E quivalents d o n ’t exist. M usic offers w hat, for m e, is th e  clearest parallel to  th e  tran s la to r’s 
insoluble dilem m a. In m usic, it is n o t u n co m m o n  to  rew rite  a com p o sitio n  originally 
in ten d ed  for th e  p ian o  to , say, th e  gu itar. It will be as nearly  th e  sam e m usic as possible, 
yet it will be different as th e  so u n d  b o ard s for th e  p a in o  an d  th e  gu ita r are different in 
frequency, in  quality  of re sonance  and  in  effect.
W h itm an  once w ro te  th a t  an y o n e  w ishing to  learn  to  w rite poetry  w ould  do  well to  
s tudy  th e  dynam ics o f a wave before setting  p en  to  paper. F o r th e  tran s la to r, th a t  dif­
ficulty is co m p o u n d ed  by th e  need  to  rem ove th a t  wave from  its living ocean  o f  language 
a n d  to  cart it in  a bucket to  a foreign shore  w here  o ne  is expected  to  resu rrec t it, g listen­
ing arc a n d  sp indrift m an tle  in tac t.
W illiam  Pitt Root
